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Nude in the Bath: Homage to Pierre Bonnard 


Woman and more than woman, 
dreaming, afloat 

In the gold enclosure of rapt time 

Forever timeless yet so warmly clear, 


What is the gold that falls about your throat? 
What is its radiant origin or name? — 
Touching unearthly light to skin and hair. 


If light creates the most intense desire, 

Is this desire I feel for you? your arm 
Draped fluidly along your outstretched form 
Draped by the water -- gold, itself so sheer 


As to be your negligent and gold attire. 
You are preserved from all desire and harm: 
The virginal seclusion of pure form, 
Seclusion of divine light and holy fire. 


I am excluded from that clarity. 
I shuffle through the sunlit room and stare; 
Light echoes in the dust mote seeded air, 


Opens the room with its neutral purity -- 
Light touching every corner, every wall, 
So that its world is newly visible. 


II 


The same sun glaring on the white sun dial 
Out on the lawn? It seems impossible 

It could so subtly glitter in this still 

Water reflecting the gold and yellow tile, 


That there could be such beautiful denial 
Of that which might deny the beautiful, 
And if you ask how easily, she will 

Just very slightly stir or slightly smile. 


What is the name and nature of such light? 
More than the eye had seen or mind proposed 
It is enigma veiled in plain sight, 


What cannot be forgotten nor possessed. 
You see it still, even with eyes closed, 
What you must have, of which you're dispossessed. 


Ill 


Your body bathed in light moves half submerged 
In water so alit and gold I see 

It more as veil than as transparency, 

Through which your outline has but half emerged, 


And see the opal in the water merged 

With sparkling sunlight, delicately 

Webbed and blurred in the intensity 

Of bright reflections, enclosed and yet enlarged 


By echoing the whole room's burning space, 
So that the room is one small world of light: 
Amid these glories, you too take your place. 


Unhampered radiance obscures the charm 
Of flesh's loveliness. Yet this is light, 
Radiant and pure, creating form on form. 


IV 


Nothing is as beautiful as light 

And even the most beautiful of shapes, 
The form of woman in water that drapes 
Her fluidly with silken insight, 


Is no more than an adjunct to this sight 

Of disembodied radiance I glimpse 

Discovered through the female form which keeps 
The sensuous enigma and delight 


Of light itself, amid illusive water -- 
Gold and opal points in which she lies 
Half dreaming and yet knowingly aware 


Of what her office is: to be the form, 
Expressed in paint, of which the substance is 
Without substance yet radiant and warm. 


Is this the origin of light? This place 

The painter's hand has brought forth out of line 
Responsive to itself, and plane to plane, 
Creating the illusion of pure space 


Which fixed there floats upon the cloth surface 
And draws the eye, the mind, the hand again 
Into its bright center of relation, 

Thus beckoning the hand to leave its trace? 


And if it is the origin of light, 
Why is its not elusive clarity 
Impossible to locate by mere sight, 


As one might point a word out in a book? -- 
Inevitably elsewhere when I try, 
Yet always present if I merely look. 


VI 


A sense of something perfect flickers where 
The image of her living form has been 
Called forth from pigment, oil, and benzene, 
And made both visible and wholly clear. 


Unfailingly attractive, yet austere, 

Bearing a glamour, though perhaps unseen, 
Something I know of yet cannot attain 
And which I nonetheless cannot forswear. 


The ringing glass, the crystal, beckons me; 
The air itself is active in the sun 
And changes what I see, and how I see, 


Making the painted canvas a clear plane 
Through which an apparitional dimension 
Glimmers, stands clear, and then recedes again. 


VU 


Bathed in the apparitional bright space 

Of that dimension which you occupy, 

You are the still point sought by soul and eye, 
Their poised and luminous yet active peace. 


The painter has achieved unsought-for grace 
Where every line and plane is brilliantly 
Alight with casual intensity, 

Where every point of light has found its place. 


You drift and dream within that radiance 
Which fills you, yet of which you cannot know: 
You bear too much of its significance, 


An ancient burden too complex to tell 
And too obscure; you bear it lightly though -- 
Your form all light and, although empty, full. 


Vill 


Her skin, this patina or nacreous shell 

Of paint, crystalline, feminine, delicate, 
Catches the light and then is part of it, 

Pollen yellow, peach tones, mother of pearl -- 


Planes of the artist's fashioning which fill 
With disembodied grace, and so permit 
Her to be held naked, inviolate: 

Space is transfigured for the smiling girl. 


It's turned into a form, a scheme 
Of light and correspondences, illusory, 
A shell of light, darkening with time, 


Yet perfect nonetheless and made to keep 
The dreaming figure, though imperfectly, 
From all that would disturb her radiant sleep. 


IX 


Splendor in splendor, and quite uncontained -- 
Is this the beauty of your living form? 

Like light itself, it never need conform 

To any space, nor be at all confined. 


Dynamic, still, it radiates beyond 

The limits of the canvas and the frame; 
The painted surface deepens to become 
A realm of spirit, of embodied mind. 


You are a source, and yet a witness too -- 
To what you seem and yet can never be, 
To what I see and yet can never know. 


I witness now your witnessing of light 
And your embodiment of light's beauty, 
Here and now, in my awakened sight. 


Breathing and the rhythm of my eye's 
Ecstatic standing-present in the day, 
Searching out, gathering erotically 

And endlessly, are gathered in likewise. 


Desiring substance, breath, transparent, sees 
What's hidden, inwardly and palpably; 

The eye, opaque, yet seeking transparency, 
Feels throbbing for its ultimate release. 


And now approaching sleep I move to touch 
The springs where light and darkness interflow 
And where the virtual and real match; 


Time and the world can't follow where I go, 

Into the springs of breathing and of sight 

From which these poured forth at the touch of 
light. 


XI 


Who could determine every line and point 
Within this overwhelming gold? -- the gold 
Of pollen from the flower whose petals fold 
Their space within a flaking skin of paint? 


What eye could follow, and then what restraint 
Prevent the hand from reaching in to hold 

The disappearing hand just briefly held 
Within the mind's eye, fleeting and radiant? 


Light overflows around me where I stand 
And feel the moment opening beneath 
The moment past, the sand grains of my breath 


That rise to suffocate and bury me -- 

Now while the poised still movement of her 
hand 

Touches my eyes allowing me to see. 


XI 


As though this body, radiantly here, 

And as it once conceivably had been 
Before its darkened advent and conception, 
Filled with its own light, animate yet clear, 


Purified of everything impure, 

Of even last traces of its origin, 

Free of every compromised relation 
And so allowed to stand before me here, 


Were now a living body I might touch 
Without embracing, hold impalpably, 
Searching beyond what any hand might reach, 


I touch the bright enigma where it lies 
In this capacity to feel and see, 
Albeit with my just awakened eyes. 


XU 


That I awaken now before you, radiant, 

The sun in every corner of your room 
Adding its little to your burning form 

Which surely your perfection could not want, 


Suspended in your shower of light aslant 
The wavering tiles' gold and fiery plum 
Which glimmer in their purple-misted gloom 
As sunlight overflows the barred casement -- 


That I stand here is nothing, everything: 
The splendor is half hidden, yet the eye, 
Here called to witness, and in witnessing 


Overwhelmed in its desire for what it sees, 
Wavers: attention half consents to die, 
If only that it might find its release. 


XIV 


That I might somehow know that radiance, 
Glimmering, just-imagined, and yet seen, 
If only briefly, where it must have been 
Possessed by sight, if even only once, 


A sunny, gold and careless opulence 
Poured out in front of me and held within 
Its formal life of prodigal restriction, 

Its stunning liberation and balance; 


That I might touch as well as merely feel, 
That I might know as well as merely touch 
The inconceivable, the illusory 


Redemption held before the mind's eye, 
Infinite and uncontainable, 
However much my speech might be too much. 


XV 


You have become a part of me somehow. 
Who could describe what happened? Secretly 
New voices opened, speaking inaudibly, 

And drew me into them. Yet this was you. 


Merely to see you was itself to know. 
I felt the brimming rapture of the eye. 
The gaze of captivated memory 

Was how I saw and also what I saw. 


Yet I was not myself. The floating world, 
Illuminated then, grew fixed and tangible 
And clearer, although more mysterious, 


Darkened with shadows that I saw or felt, 
However vaguely, in each syllable 
I spoke and in the world that was and is. 


To Painting 


That light should hold a light within itself 
And radiance a greater radiance, 

Unfixed within the fixed and active points 
Which give the painting its first touch of life, 


Untouched by life itself, should be enough 
Perhaps, and gives its satisfactions once. 

The mind is satisfied when freed from chance, 
And yet its longing eye must find relief. 


A light within? Yet what,and where, is that? 
Haunting the images of memory? 
Or hidden just beyond the painted light? 


If it is painted, where did it come from? 
What is this beauty? What do I really see? 
Where is its origin and final home? 


AFTERWORD 


Encounters With the Author in Taipei 


We first made the author’s acquaintance at a well-known 
restaurant in Taipei, the Wysteria Tea House, famous as 
having been a meeting place at one time for dissident 
intellectuals in the years of political struggle in Taiwan . 


During the recent effort to publish his rather extensive 
work, we had various occasions to discuss aspects of his 
past and current writing. 


Your poetry is quite varied in style and in form. Where do 
you locate yourself in the overall debate concerning poetic 
form? 


I consider myself an eclectic. The main thing for me is to 
grasp, mentally, a certain object -- that is, an experience, a 
scene, an event -- to see it and feel it. Any language that 
seems to convey the reality of that is good, any language 
which remains merely language, merely words, is for me of 
no interest, in some cases it is actively negative, in the 
sense of being obstructive. 


A cliche? 


Yes or not even a cliche but in a way worse than that. Much 
of our language obscures the nature of reality. Words in 
themselves are, in a sense, the enemy of writing. I tell 
students that all the time. Words most often merely convey 
the usual accepted social understanding. Writing is for the 


purpose of grasping reality itself, which is always 
something other than the social understanding. 


Do you consider yourself a political writer? 


All writing is political in the sense of attempting to correct 
these false social understandings. At times its purpose is to 
merely reveal with a new freshness, a perceptual freshness, 
as it were. But even this itself has a certain basic political 
significance, in the sense that awakened human beings will 
act and think differently than those who are at rest in the 
normal tranquilized non-perception that we usually are 
caught up in. 


Does living outside the United States help or hinder your 
writing? 


I think it helps, in general. It is in some ways a very 
undeveloped culture, yet in other ways it is overbearing. 
(The US, that is.) There is, for example, a great deal of 
rather stifling political correctness, as it's called, and to get 
away from that is itself a positive thing. For a while I had 
no idea how I would ever get all this material published, 
especially if you're not there trying to do all the 
"networking" that is needed, and which I was absolutely 
terrible at anyway -- worse than terrible, I really had no 
clue, I still don't, I suppose. And then it came about that 
you could just do it all by yourself, by means of the 
internet. 


How much material is it? It's quite a lot, it would seem. 
Yes, I guess it's about 40 volumes or so. Over 2,000 pages, 


if you want to measure it like that. I don't know how much 
it would weigh. 


There seem to be many styles represented. Was that 
something you consciously strove for? 


Yes. I always wanted to be able to represent a wide variety 
of experiences. My first models for the artist were people 
such as Picasso, Goethe, Bach -- artists who could work in 
a very wide range of forms and even use widely different 
styles. Of course, I can't compare myself to people like that, 
but it was still a goal, to try many types of things. 


What sorts of things are you working on currently? 


Well as you know I am trying to get all this existing work 
published, going through it, touching it up here and there, 
proofreading, and so forth. After that, I think I might return 
to some translating work -- Holderlin especially, and some 
Chinese poets, but don't ask me which ones. 
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